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Disease and Composing:

Syphilisin Smetana, Wolf, and Schubert

Tsai, Chen-Gia”*
Abstract

Syphilis is a sexually transmitted infection caused by Treponema pallidum. This
bacterium affects personality and creativity when it invades the brain. A number of
famous historical personages in the nineteenth century have been alleged to have had
syphilis. Deborah Hayden claimed that the syphilitic was often rewarded, in a kind of
Faustian bargain for enduring the pain and despair by joyous energy. The present
study focused on three composers likely suffering from syphilis: Smetana, Wolf, and
Schubert. The influences of syphilis on their works — notable in Smetana’s string
quartet “From my Life”, Wolf’s “Morike Lieder”’, and Schubert’s song “Der
Doppelgéinger” — ranged from hearing disorders, mild cognitive impairment, creative
euphoria, bipolar mixed states, to epileptic autoscopy. From the perspective of
neuroscience, these compositions may be related to positive symptoms and the
disinhibition syndrome.

Keywords: composing, syphilis, hearing disorders, manic-depressive disorder,
autoscopy

* Assistant Professor, Graduate Institute of Musicology, National Taiwan University
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